OSLO UNIVERSITY COLLEGE 

Inter-cultural Communication in Social Work: Teaching and Learning
In this workshop, I will present my own conceptualisation of an educational programme that we have applied at Oslo University College. First of all, I will identify where and when this educational programme is placed in the Bachelor degree programme in Child Welfare. The inter-cultural communication course is related to a more extensive communication seminar, so information about that seminar will also be provided. Finally, I will discuss the elements of the inter-cultural communication course and how this course has been evaluated.  
The questions our faculty attempted to answer were: How can we teach inter-cultural communication and how will our educational programme inspire students to engage in skill-development learning processes that will be able to promote inter-cultural communication?
Communication skills are a part of the general human competencies that belong to almost all of us. Human beings have an inborn ability to communicate. This ability is developed in the interactions that take place with other human beings and contributes to the fact that we become a part of a many-faceted communicational community. This general communicational competency is an important part of the particular communicational competency in social work. As social workers, we constantly meet others who are quite different from ourselves. The people we encounter have different personalities, different ages, different cultural backgrounds and sometimes, a different gender than our own. Inter-cultural communication focuses primarily upon communication that crosses cultural boundaries, where the sender and the recipient have different cultural frames of reference, different understandings, codes and interpretive schemes. 
As teachers, we present theoretical knowledge about a theme or subject. The information we present is formulated in various theoretical perspectives, in the law, in manuals, in various approaches, etc. We make claims about how we can best understand and act in relation to different kinds of phenomena. The subject matter is constituted as a series of professional statements, but a true understanding of the subject matter will necessarily include how the knowledge we profess shows itself in concrete situations. We have to be able to demonstrate how our skills can be employed to apply the knowledge being professed. Skill-development training programmes consist of ways in which we can practice how to respond to the complexities of specific and concrete social situations. A true understanding of inter-cultural communication can only be engendered by relating to particular practices where these skills are applied. In practice this means that the individual student, in his or her own way, must be able to express the theoretical knowledge taught at the college by showing how that knowledge can be applied in the concrete situations in which the practitioner must act. Students must be able to practice those ways of speaking and acting that truly conform to the insights gained from theoretical knowledge.

In the ways we generally communicate, traces of what we ordinarily take for granted within our distinct cultural frames of reference, but also within our private and personal lives can be found embedded. When I speak, I do so in a typically Norwegian way. When others who are here today speak, they do so in a typically English way of speaking. This is always a constituent part of the communication. At the same time, whenever we speak, other contextual elements are reflected, including our own personal way of understanding those contexts. To exemplify, there are typical ways for communicating in a conference like the one we are now all attending, but we all fill out these typical patterns with our own personal versions. There are also typical ways of communicating in municipal social welfare offices or in specific child welfare institutions, and again, we express these typical patterns of communication in our own personal ways. There are over-riding cultural patterns expressed in our communications, but, at the same time that we give expression to them, each and every one of us communicates the personal way we interpret the context and our own experiences in life also find an expression. This is the understanding or perspective that we have when we teach our students about communication. 

We have piloted a day-long course in inter-cultural communication that is part of a two day course which immediately precedes the placement of our students in their second fieldwork training placement. This two-day course of study builds upon two previous courses in communication that students have taken earlier. 
The Previous Courses in Communication
During the first year of study, a course in communication is given that lasts 4 days. We use students in their final year of study (they are in their fieldwork placements) as assistant teachers. This is a form of peer-group learning. During the second year of study, we employ a large number of guest lecturers from various fields of practice within child welfare. The students engage in skill-development training courses that are lead by practitioners who daily meet and interact with clients. We believe this is beneficial for students because practitioners, by and large, can more readily identify the concrete examples that occur in the contemporary field and they are often better at presenting narratives about practice that provide concrete situations where the skills being developed in the classroom are needed.
The point of this seminar is to help students further develop their knowledge and skills of communication and interaction with individuals and families. Students are expected to improve their social interaction competencies in a variety of ways. The goal is to increase the chances for mutual understanding and for the development of constructive contacts and relationships between clients and professional workers. The seminar is obligatory and takes place in the course of 10 days. The class is divided into small groups of 8 or 9 students each and each group has its own skill-development training instructor. The seminar combines lectures and skill-development training sessions in a workshop format. Role-play situations are constructed and students try to tackle these situations in the workshop. Some of the role-play situations are videotaped and then replayed for analysis and group feedback. The skill-development training sessions build upon examples from diverse sources, including fieldwork practice experiences students have had, the professional experiences of the workshop instructor and the theories taught in the Child Welfare programme. 
The workshop focuses upon the following themes:

· The expression of empathy in professional-client situations

· The use of confrontation in professional-client conversations

· Communication problems that often occur when ethnic Norwegian child welfare workers encounter non-western immigrants

· Communication with children in difficult life situations

The workshop is concluded with the presentation of a semester assignment which consists of a written part and a part that is videotaped. 
The skill-development training course or workshop can also be understood as a preliminary course of instruction for students about to enter their second fieldwork placement. This is true for two reasons. First, the workshop takes place at the end of the second year of study and the second fieldwork placement takes place at the beginning of the third and final year of study. Second, the workshop is geared to develop and improve practical skills, the skills that are most particularly needed by students entering fieldwork placements. The second fieldwork placement is the scene for the most important practical training in the educational programme. Opportunities exist for students to take this practical training in other countries. Oslo University College, in recent years, has placed students in a number of different countries, including Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania, and other places far from the Scandinavian welfare states.

The Four Parts of the One-day Seminar on Inter-cultural Communication  
Part 1

Theme: Doing Your Fieldwork Placement in another Country
The differences in the cultural framework and in the understanding of professional work can mutually affect one another and provide all parties with different and unexpected communicative interactions.

Educational format: A lecture is given by a recent graduate of the Bachelor degree programme in child welfare. Narratives are told concerning conversations that have taken place between the lecturer and street youths trying to survive in the slums of Cape Town. Pictures are presented from the fieldwork placement. (This is another example of peer-group learning …using former students as assistant teachers for other students.)
Part 2

Theme: What are the Challenges Facing the Social Worker When Communication with the Client Depends upon the Use of an Interpreter?

Educational format: A lecture is given and a role-play exercise is undertaken.

Part 3

Students receive an assignment that is to be completed during their fieldwork placement. The assignment has several parts: one part consists of a series of practical training assignments and the other parts consist of assignments that merge theory and practice (See the attachment that follows the written notes for this lecture). 

Part 4

Theme: Evaluating the One-day Seminar on Inter-cultural Communication.

A Closer Look at Part 1

I will now try to provide a brief look at the way in which knowledge was provided by a former student who experienced fieldwork training in a placement in Cape Town. He presented theoretical concepts by placing them in concrete narratives reflecting his experiences in a fieldwork placement in South Africa. Some of the themes he spoke about were:

· What is meant by the word stereotype?
· How does one communicate respect in a foreign culture?

· Ethnocentrism and cultural relativism

· How does the cultural-filter model show itself in practice?

· Non-verbal communication

I want to tell a short story which tries to describe how his experiential knowledge goes hand in hand with some of the aforementioned themes.
Bjørn’s Story Retold:

I received my bachelor degree in child welfare three months ago. During my education in child welfare, I spent 5 months in Namibia and in South Africa where I worked with homeless children, i.e. with children who are popularly referred to as street-children.

During the second year of study, all students take a course that is devoted to the idea of working in project groups. My project group worked in Namibia. We were supposed to help with the organisation’s crisis telephone, but we discovered an abandoned house where children resided after spending the nights roaming the streets. We began to regularly visit the children during the day. We were met with a great deal of scepticism by these children but we continued our visits nonetheless. We sat together with them on the ground and shared their food with them. Mostly we ate pig’s ears and pig’s skin. We were determined to gain their trust and we never missed a day visiting them. They later told us that because we shared in their daily lives and refused to give up in our attempts to befriend them, they eventually did begin to trust us. 

When we returned to Oslo, we began a campaign to collect money for these homeless boys. We have succeeded in getting enough contributions so that the boys now attend school. We continue to have regular contact with these children and youths. 

My second fieldwork placement was at a day centre for street children in Cape Town. The children use the centre during the day but return to the streets every evening and every night. 

In one of the college texts that we were required to read, Dahl maintained that cultures don’t meet, but people do. According to Dahl, culture is “the ballast of ideas and norms that a person carries based upon what that person has learned and experienced”. Inter-cultural communication occurs between people with different cultural backgrounds. From Dahl’s perspective, we begin to learn our own culture from the moment we are born and most of the things we learn and do are second nature to us. We aren’t consciously aware of most of the things we have learned. We learn cultural codes which gradually change as we continue to have new experiences. We re-interpret and re-construct our own reality, again and again, in our encounters with other people. This perspective helped me to digest the many new experiences I had in my encounters with Cape Town’s street children.

How stereotypes influence our understandings   
Stereotypes are made when we categorise people or groups of people that have a single similarity. We often receive our understandings about other people from sources other than our own experience. Stereotypes are simplifications that tend to embed themselves in our thinking. For this reason, stereotypes can often lead to self-fulfilling prophecies. This makes it very important for individuals to become aware of the stereotypes they have and to be open enough to change them.  
When I began my second fieldwork placement, I had already formed a stereotype about street children. Some of the understandings in this stereotype were the result of my experiences in Namibia, but my experiences in South Africa were very different. I assumed that the street children in Cape Town would eventually warm up to me, and that I would eventually be able to gain their trust. I was perplexed by the fact that the street children I met in Cape Town were so hardened. Other understandings I had were products of the information I received from various media, from articles I read in Norwegian newspapers and programmes I watched on Norwegian television about the street children of South Africa. I had read several books about the homeless children of South Africa that roamed city streets at night. The apartheid policies of South Africa still existed 12 years ago, and there are still enormous differences between the lives and the living standards that exist for the white minority and for the black majority. Many black people only saw another rich European when they encountered me.

I believed that I would have to communicate with the street children by using very simple language. I thought that they would have a hard time understanding me since very few of these children had ever gone to school and that their contacts with adults were very limited. Reflecting back upon my own pre-suppositions, I find that they were mostly wrong. I failed to properly evaluate the resources and the competencies that I found in these children. They had survived in a very hard and in a very difficult environment. They learned how to do a lot of things and developed great competencies in their struggles to survive. A Norwegian 13 year old, or a 30 year old, for that matter, would not be able to survive in that environment. 

My own cultural identity has been formed from my experiences of security during childhood, adolescence and young adulthood. My experiences at school and at college, my interactions with friends while I grew up, my relationship to my parents, have all contributed to my cultural identity. These children live in a completely different society and they have had very different experiences growing up. Their own cultural identities are very different from mine. Since our experiences have been so different, the chances for misunderstandings are that much greater. In addition, I felt sorry for them. I believed that their lives had been awful ones and this belief was underscored whenever I compared my own life to their lives. I had to learn how to see their here and now situation in relation to their own past experiences and compare their situations to those of other black children in Cape Town. When I learned how to do this, I discovered that their lives as street children were not solely negative ones.

The street children of Cape Town told me that they had met more than enough white people who had pitied them. I began to realise that my own stereotypes stood between me and a more authentic relationship to these children. My stereotypes and my pity were easy for these children to see and I began to understand that I had to make a different kind of effort to better understand South African culture in general, the backgrounds of Cape Town’s street children and the ins and outs of their daily lives. I had to get to know these children to be able to liberate myself from my stereotypes. I was given the opportunity to spend a week with these children, together with a Danish volunteer, in the mountains. We stayed in a mountain cabin. The police monitored our trip and spent 2 hours each day with us, but the other 22 hours each day, I and the Danish volunteer were in charge. We were together 24 hours a day, sleeping on the floor in one big cluster, eating together, bathing together and participating in all of the activities we were able to organise. 

Violence is Used to Resolve Conflicts

Slowly, I began to realise that conflicts were ordinarily resolved by using violence. This was not a specific characteristic solely reserved for life on the street. On the contrary, parents, police, teachers and social workers regularly resorted to the use of violence. The children had not learned any other ways to express their own dissatisfaction. They had to learn how to fight back if they were to survive on the streets. Most of the children in South Africa receive corporal punishment from parents when they are disobedient. Child welfare services do not remove children that have been beaten by their parents in South Africa. At school, corporal punishment is also regularly used by teachers to discipline their pupils. Beatings are a regular feature in prisons. The authorities beat prisoners and prisoners beat one another. Many of the street children I came in contact with had spent considerable amounts of time in prisons. I experienced that it was usual for social workers to use corporal punishment with street children. 
When I began my second fieldwork placement, I was very surprised to observe that social workers did not separate boys that began to fight. I immediately separated them and told them that it was unacceptable to use violence with one another. I learned that social workers never involved themselves until the beatings became very serious. They argued that these boys were used to solving their problems in this way. Besides that, if these boys were stopped from expressing their frustrations by fighting, they would do so later, when adults were not present. These boys were often very brutal with one another. Each and every child had large scars from fist-fights and knife wounds. A practice that existed in Namibia and in South Africa was referred to as “thick toes”. When one boy was asleep, another boy would wrap his feet in a plastic bag or in cellophane and paper. Thereafter, the wrappings were set on fire. The idea was to see how long it would take before the burning pain woke the boy up. One boy told me that he learned how this was done when he lived at home. His father often did this to him just for fun. 
When a child repeatedly experiences traumatic occurrences as these children have, their ideas about what is right and wrong are affected and the boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour can disappear (Dyregrov, 2000). 

Given the role of violence in South African society and the experiences with violence that these boys have had, it was understandable that it took them a long time to believe me when I told them that I would not beat them, and that I only wanted to stop them from using violence on one another whenever I tried to separate them during fights. During the week long trip to the mountains, I separated these boys 70 times when fighting occurred. At first, it was very difficult for me to get them to stop fighting. Later in the week, less effort was needed to get them to stop fighting. The week we spent in the mountains together was a breakthrough for my relationships with these boys. I had finally been able to gain their trust and their respect. Most important of all, was the fact that we did everything together during that week in the mountains. That seemed to be the key to their acceptance.

The Culture-filter Model

Even though I knew that the use of violence in the rearing of children is seen differently in Norway and in South Africa, it only slowly became clearer to me that my own evaluation of the practice of corporal punishment in child-rearing was a product of my own cultural filter. It took a very long time before the street boys believed me when I told them that I wouldn’t hit them. But I now see that it took me a very long time to appreciate how deeply anchored the use of corporal punishment is, and that it is generally seen as being a legitimate practice in child-rearing in South Africa. The practice was deeply imprinted in the minds of the street children I met. Of course they were suspicious of me when I told them that I didn’t believe in the legitimacy of that practice. I realised that cultural learning was bound up together with the ordinary ways that people lived their lives. I also experienced that change was possible, but that it was important to be patient and equally important to be persistent. 
How Do You Show Respect When You Are Participating in a Culture That Is Different from  Your Own?
When you are living and working in another culture or when you have clients from other cultures, it is important to learn their habits and customs. One particular cultural difference I experienced was the way in which eye contact is understood. Many African groups avoid making eye contact when they meet strangers or people in authority. Not looking at others eye to eye is a way to show respect in these cultures. It is important to try to understand the codes in play when working together with people from foreign cultures. This does not mean that one must always adopt the practices of others, but one should be able to consciously decide how to act in the presence of others. This conscious decision-making is only possible when some knowledge of the foreign customs has been acquired.
Even though I communicated with the street children by using the English language, it was valuable for me to learn some phrases of their tribal language. By showing interest in their language, I communicated that their language had value in my own eyes. This led to feelings of dignity. I recognised their language and they were able to teach me some words and phrases. They taught me things that I didn’t know and this, too, created feelings of self-worth. 
The dominating religion in an area or country will have an assortment of customs and traditions that are reflected in the everyday lives of people. Foreigners should know something about the local religion and religious practices. In Namibia, for example, the street boys believe that everything that happens always happens for a reason. God has pre-determined all happenings. Each and every day, the street children prayed to God together. I am not a personal Christian, but I prayed together with them in a ring when they asked me to do so because I believed that doing so would more closely bind us together. Of course, in contemporary Norwegian culture, participation in religious practices is usually seen as being a private matter. Every individual must decide whether or not he or she will participate in religious practices. 
A Closer Look at Part 2

A lecture was provided that introduced the most important concerns regarding the use of interpreters in conversations between clients and professionals within welfare organisations. Pitfalls were identified and a role-play exercise was used to help students experience the difficulties involved. 

Students experienced: 

· How difficult it is to look at the client when speaking and not at the interpreter. 
· How difficult it is to speak directly and use the “you” form and not the “he” or “she” form.

· The difficulties in introducing the interpreter to the client.

· The difficulties in deciding when to stop speaking in order to facilitate a complete and accurate translation by the interpreter.  
A Closer Look at Part 3

The faculty makes every attempt to limit the number of theoretical assignments that are given during the student’s fieldwork placement. We have taken the research done by Kristin Heggen to heart. She is a nurse that has studied the ways in which nurses are educated and, in particular, she has warned against the adverse consequences of too many theoretical assignments for nursing students during their placements in hospitals. Her book entitled “Sykehuset som klasserom” or in English translation “The Hospital as a Classroom” asserts that nursing students are isolated and excluded from the nursing community at the hospital because they are so pre-occupied with the theoretical assignments required by nursing colleges. Students miss out on a great deal of the day to day nursing routine and, as a consequence, they don’t acquire the invaluable practical knowledge and practical nursing skills that are only acquired by engaged participation in real life nursing duties. 
A Closer Look at Part 4

The following summarises student evaluations of the day-long seminar:

· Students appreciated the fact that a former student and recent graduate of the bachelor programme in child welfare addressed them.
· The successful way in which theory was connected to practical examples was particularly well received by students.

· The role-play exercise was very successful in demonstrating how difficult it is to properly use interpreters in conversations with clients. The theory was provided in a power-point presentation, but the role-play exercise was fundamental in grounding that theory to the lived experience of students.

· Some students pointed out that their fieldwork placements were in Norway and that the experiences of someone who had a fieldwork placement in South Africa was too far a field to be of much use.  
                                                  ATTACHMENT

     The Fieldwork Assignment for Third Year Students in Child Welfare

1. Write an 8–10 page paper on a professional theme connected to your fieldwork placement. Clarify how the theme is disclosed in the practical work done at your fieldwork placement. Formulate the theme as a problem and discuss the problem in light of relevant readings and your own ethical reflections. Primarily use the required readings for the third year of study in the Child Welfare programme and The Basic Document concerning the Professional Ethics of Social Workers, Child Welfare Workers and Residential Care Facilitators. 
2. Exercises to be undertaken in the course of your fieldwork placement:

· Write a report that is routinely used at your fieldwork placement (i.e. a report on the social environment in a residential facility, a journal entry in a client’s file, a proposal for a case before the county court, etc.) The report does not have to be one that will be used by the fieldwork placement. This is primarily an exercise to develop practical skills.
· Participate in co-operative exchanges with children, adolescents or families. Describe the communicative challenges you encountered. 
· Use the form entitled “Personal Qualifications – Skills to Be Further Developed” as a basis for communications training at your fieldwork placement.
· Write the minutes for a meeting held at your fieldwork placement.
· Chair a meeting at your fieldwork placement. 
· Participate in a meeting at your fieldwork placement where representatives from external organisations are invited. 
· Identify an ethical dilemma you have experienced at your fieldwork placement or an ethical dilemma that is pertinent to the work done there. Discuss the dilemma in light of The Basic Document concerning the Professional Ethics of Social Workers, Child Welfare Workers and Residential Care Facilitators. Discuss this matter in a meeting with your fieldwork supervisor.
· Collect media reports that discuss aspects of child welfare. Be sure to have at least 4 reports in this collection. 
· During the course of your fieldwork placement, try to have contact with a child, adolescent or family from a different cultural background than your own. Reflect upon the ways in which this encounter challenges you and present your thoughts to your fieldwork supervisor in a regularly scheduled supervisory meeting.
All of the aforementioned tasks can be discussed in supervisory meetings with your fieldwork supervisor.

3. Notes for Reflection 
Prepare a 1-2 page paper that describes your professional development during the course of your fieldwork placement. The report must be delivered together with the paper discussed in point 1 of this assignment.
